INTRODUCTION
During the past 30 years, well over a thousand publications have been added to the research record on African American families in the United States. The count would be much higher if we adopted a broader interpretation of what qualifies as systematic, scientific study of African American families. To do so would require the inclusion of additional sources from a wide range of scholarly, literary, popular, and religious writings (Allen et al., 1986) .
Despite the voluminous research on Black family life, students of the area are uneasy. This uneasiness is caused by continued references to "The Black family." Such references ignore the extensive regional, ethnic, value, and income differences among Black families. It is an uneasiness with the theoretical and methodological shoddiness, bordering on suspension of the scientific method, apparent in so many published, widely circulated studies of Black families. This uneasiness is bred by entrenched, stereotypic portrayals of Black family life that not only persist, but dominate. It is an uneasiness due to a frequently demonstrated ignorance concerning the internal dynamics and motives of Black family life in this society.
Diversity and Stereotypes in the Study of Black Family Life
Much that is written about Black American families is flawed by the tendency of researchers to gloss over within-group differences. While prior research has explored Black/White family differences, information is relatively sparse regarding differences among African American families of different incomes, regions, life-cycle stages, and value orientations. As a result, monolithic, stereotypic characterizations of Black families abound. The Black family headed by a single mother with numerous children and living in a roach-infested tenement is a familiar stereotype. This image has been reinforced in the hallowed halls of universities, on the frenetic sets of movie and television shows, as well as in the august halls of Congress. That this stereotype represents but a limited slice of Black family life in the United States is bad; that it distorts the truth about female-headed households in the Black community is worse. Such stereotypes leave the genuinely curious searching for the true face(s) of Black family life in this country.
As a society, the United States is comfortable with stereotypes. Indeed, we revel in them. Stereotypes serve a useful function: they help reduce the complexity, nuances, and dilemmas of life to manageable proportions. In this respect, Americans are no different from other people. Generally speaking, humans seek to organize reality by extracting neat categories of meaning(s). Thus, we become accustomed to loose usage of terms charged with unstated implications in order to summarize our day-to-day experiences. Designations such as "liberals," "born-again Christians," "fascists," "feminists," and "racists" are commonplace in our daily discourse. Rarely, in the next breath, are the intricacies of meaning apparent in such terms clarified.
Why should they be? We all know what is meant by them . . . or do we?
Race is an area of inquiry in the social and behavioral sciences that is particularly affected by our willingness to accept simplistic, unsupported, and stereotypic statements at face value. Such scientific confusion may have complex explanations, such as the difficulty of disentangling race from culture from history; or the explanations may be more simple, as in the failure to recognize that race is not a perfect predictor of a person's psyche, values, or even experiences. Therefore, for both complex and simple reasons, race continues to be one of the most widely studied, yet most poorly understood, areas of scientific inquiry. As Frazier noted, and DuBois before him, ours is a society obsessed with color. How we think about and interact around race, therefore, exerts profound influence on the broader realities of individuals, groups, and institutions who are Black. These are topics requiring further study.
Predictably, Black family studies share many problems with the related area of race relations research. Writers in the area obscure much of the richness, complexity, and subtleties of African American family systems through their use of crude categories, poorly defined concepts, and negative stereotypes. Apparent in the literature are abundant references to "family disorganization," the "underclass," "culture of poverty," and "the Black matriarchy." Such terms are offered, picked up, and repeated as if they effectively summarized the reality of Black family life in this society. They do not. Unfortunately, with successive repetition, such concepts and the myths that they represent become more palatable and more believable. Equally dissatisfying are terms offered from the "other side" in the ongoing debate over pathology and well-being among Black American families. For me, the issue is not wholly reducible to whether Black families should be cast as good or bad, positive or negative. Both views pursued to an extreme tamper with reality, become stereotypic, and ultimately dehumanize Black families. In the most fundamental sense, life is a collage of good, bad, and indifferent; so, too, is Black family life.
I wish to set aside debates over Black family wellness or illness. The record of these families in ensuring the survival and development of Black Americans on these shores since 1619 is sufficient evidence of their adapt-ability and viability. Instead, I am concerned with seeing the core of Black family life, with exploring their essential character. To this extent, the research question is recast, from "wellness" or "illness" to "is-ness." What are the significant qualities, characteristics, and dimensions of Black family life revealed in the research record from 1965 to the present? What environmental and historical conditions determine whether the tenor of a Black family's experiences are favorable? What are the distinctive features of Afro-American family life? In sum, the need is to understand Black families for who and what they are on their own terms.
Definition and Current Statuses of Black Families
Before we undertake to examine the experiences of Black American families, we must first decide how best to define these families. Properly, the criteria for definition will vary in accordance with the definition(s) used by authors whose research is being examined. Readers should therefore expect to see, and not be put off by, shifts in the parameters used to define Black family life. In some cases, location will be emphasized, thus defining family as coterminous with household. In other cases, blood ties will be relied on to define the boundaries of a given Black family. At still other points, functional ties such as shared emotional support or economic responsibilities will be used to define families. In our thinking, emphasis of shared location over, say, affiliational ties as the criterion for defining family relationship is an analytic decision. Such decisions do not alter the fact that Black families are defined by complicated overlaps between location, functional relations, shared values, affiliations, and blood ties. As such, Black families represent complex systems of relationships that transcend any one of these areas of life. Accommodation to multiple definitions of Black family life simply admits the current limitations in social science theory and methods requiring that researchers restrict their focus to smaller parcels of the family system which they seek to understand. However, a consistent feature across researcher definitions is the primacy assigned to blood ties. At root, Black families are seen as institutions whose most enduring relationships are biological.
Systematic examination of significant trends and patterns in Black American family life offer useful lessons for evaluating scientific research in the area. The history of Black Americans, like that of any people, is marked by change. Black Americans have experienced four major transitions over their history, and each left legacies that influence contemporary Black family life. The first and most obvious transition involved bringing captured Africans to this country as slaves. For enslaved Africans, this transition involved both gross (e.g., the loss of personal freedom) and subtle (e.g., exposure to plantation agriculture) redefinitions. Out of these redefinitions was created a new people, African Americans, who represented cultural, social, and yes, biological hybrids. The second major transition in African American history involved emancipation: Blacks were freed from slavery. This status change was accompanied, however, by the equally demeaning and restrictive redefinition of Blacks as an "untouchable"-like caste group in American society. It is worth noting that, while over time the terms of reference (e.g., Negro, Colored, Black, African American, Afrikan) have changed, the degraded cast status of Black people has been an immutable constant.
On the heels of this evolution of Blacks from slavery to cast status came the geographic, socioeconomic, and cultural transitions of Black America from a Southern, rural, agrarian folk society to a Northern, Western, and Midwestern, industrial society. In four generations, or roughly 300 years, African Americans had moved from agrarian slavery into the industrial and urban heartlands of this country. They had become hybrids, combing the heritages of their African and American experiences.
The fourth major transition for African Americans involved the desegregation of U.S. society. This transition was most notably signaled by the string of presidential orders and Supreme Court decisions banning racial segregation in public life (e.g., the 1949 presidential order desegregating the military, the 1954 Court decision outlawing segregated public schools). A major impetus for the desegregation of American society were the activities and actors associated with the civil rights movement. However, efforts to desegregate U.S. institutional, corporate, and community life at all levels have so far proven to be only partially successful. Vestiges of past disadvantages and persistent discrimination in the present continue to restrict Black equality and participation in this society (Farley and Allen, 1989 Certain features in Frazier's research make its application to the analysis of contemporary Black family life problematic. First is his failure to specify the societal-level processes thought to determine Black family patterns. At best, readers are left with vague impressions of such processes and their causal operation. Second is his consistent denial of legitimacy to aspects of Black family life representing departures from normative White family patterns. Third is his implicit attribution of cultural consequences to economic deprivation, such that the idea of cultural continuities in family disorganization is advanced. Black family disorganization, he argues, results from a self-perpetuating tradition of fragmented, pathological interaction within lower-class Black urban communities. A culture of poverty, if you will, is said to develop. Frazier basically proposes a socioeconomic/cultural deprivation model for interpretation of Black family life, as an alternative to then current biological deficit models. Unfortunately, Frazier's perspective is sometimes equally injurious to the image and understanding of Black family life. By treating racial discrimination in vague historic terms, denying the legitimacy of Black cultural forms, and fostering deterministic views of poverty and its consequences, his perspective lends itself to interpretations of Black families as pathological. Where Black families exhibit signs of disorganization, the tendency is to seek internal rather than external causes, 576 Alien or for that matter, to not question the ethnocentric (and patriarchal) connotations of the family disorganization concept. Vivid illustration of this point is provided by Moynihan's (whose work is closely patterned after Frazier's) grim portrayal of Black family life and conclusion that At the heart of the deterioration of the fabric of Negro society is the deterioration of the Negro family. It is the fundamental source of weakness in the Negro community at the present time.... The White family has achieved a high degree of stability and is maintaining that stability. By contrast, the family structure of lower class Negroes is highly unstable and in many urban centers is approaching complete breakdown. (Moynihan, 1965:5) While criticisms of Moynihan's conclusions were widespread (Allen, 1978a (Allen, , 1978b Gutman, 1976; Staples, 1971) , perhaps the most penetrating and thought-provoking criticism was offered by Hare (1976:5). Hare suggested that Moynihan, by neglecting Frazier's crucial linkage of Black family pathologies with racial oppression, ". . . had stood Frazier's analysis on its head and made family instability the source of Black occupational and economic degradation." Again, African Americans were blamed for their depressed status in society (as well as any negative consequences deriving from this status), only in this instance, learned cultural, rather than innate biological, deficiencies were alluded to as causes. Rainwater (1970) and Bernard (1966) essentially concur with Moynihan's conclusions on the issue of culture and disorganization in Black family life. They also see an intergenerational "tangle of pathology" founded on historic racial oppression but perpetuated by present-day destructive, cultural, and interactional patterns within Black family life. However, Rainwater, Bernard and other adherents (Glazer, 1966; Schulz, 1969) to the "sociocultural determinism" perspective tend more so than Moynihan to explicitly restrict their generalizations to lower class, urban Blacks.
In contrast to proponents of sociocultural determinism, Billingsley (1968) and others emphasize facets of Frazier's writings dealing with the economic determinates of Black family organization. Writing from the socioeconomic determinism perspective, Billingsley and others argue that Black families -indeed Black communities -are economically dependent on and subordinate to the larger society. Recognizing the inextricable dependence of Black families on the society for resources linked to their sustenance and survival, Billingsley expands Frazier's original thesis, linking economics with family organization and function (Billingsley, 1992) . The result is a typology outlining various structural adjustments that Black families make in response to economic imperatives threatening their ability to provide for family member needs. The idea of differential susceptibility to economic and social discrimination is integral to Billingsley's argument; thus, more severe resource limitations cause low-income Black families to display higher rates of disorganization than middle-and upper-income Black families. To buttress this point, he presents case studies of middleclass Black families and their accomplishments. In each instance, the longterm economic stability of these families enhanced their ability to maintain conventional patterns of organization, fulfill member needs, and conform to societal norms. Ladner (1971) In essence, the perspective views Black families as subsystems that are embedded in successively larger nested systems. The conceptual model takes this sequential subsystems view as the fundamental point of departure. The next step was to "telescope" the concentric circles of the social system model outward. Then, the telescoped subsystems are inverted in order to illustrate the increasingly restricted space and spheres of reference encountered as one moves from the wider macrosystems toward the innermost, smaller microsubsystems (Fig. 2) . Here, the emerging model represents the different levels of social reality and demonstrates the fact that these levels are dynamically connected by their interdependence and interpenetration. Finally, Fig. 3 provides an elaboration and a systematic presentation of mechanisms and linkages through which the entire system of hypothesized relationships is tied into a codified whole.
The Black family social-ecological context model summarizes the system of relationships believed to determine the nature of Black family life in the United States (Fig. 3) . As an approximation of these causal relationships, the model is flawed in many important respects. For example, it suggests that observed relationships are unidirectional, when in fact we know that these relationships are bidirectional, mutually influencing. By the same token, in its present form the model lacks the detail and specificity normally associated with predictive models. In short, the model is at best a gross approximation of complex linkages, direct and indirect relationships, situational factors, and interpersonal exchanges that form the experiential bases of Black family life. Nevertheless, this model serves effectively to organize and to orient our thinking about the Black family experience along more systematic and encompassing lines. The model also provides a framework within which these complex relationships can be examined.
This 
Education
Educational attainment has steadily risen among African Americans. There is reason to believe, however, that the qualitative gains in their education have been less pronounced -certainly the economic returns on the educational gains are lower than for Whites. Black children lag behind Whites on most objective measures of achievement: their suspension rates are higher, and college entrance rates are lower. The educational experiences of Black children are impaired through their enrollment at schools with larger numbers of underachieving students, more frequent violence, fewer experienced teachers, and substandard facilities. In order to improve the school experience and educational outcomes for Black children, there is a need for alternative financing approaches to eliminate current economic inequities between school districts, the development and implementation of individualized remedial/instructional programs, and the implementation of school accountability systems that establish target achievement goals and assess progress toward these goals.
Media
The electronic media in the form of television and radio exert an influence on African American children that at times exceeds the influence of parents. Children spend substantial amounts of time absorbing the content of the most recent television programs and the most popular songs. Yet parents and the Black community exert at best minimal influence over the content of these messages. There is ample evidence that media messages are often detrimental to Black children's healthy development. The negative effects include advocacy of violence, sexual indiscriminations, and conspicuous consumerism.
Steps must be taken to maximize the positive effects of media and to minimize any negative effects. There is need for parents to regulate their children's media habits and exposure, and for the community to monitor media broadcasts so as to encourage positive programming.
Child Care
If the model of a full-time homemaker/wife ever had applicability in African American communities, that time has long since passed. The majority of Black mothers who can find jobs are employed outside the home. At the same time, the character of extended family involvements has changed so as to lessen the viability of these as child care alternatives. The result has been an increased need for child care services by Black families. Limited availability of child care options, high costs where these are available, and large numbers of Black children in foster care make the provision of child care services to Black families necessary. Recognizing the facts, this requires the following: the expansion of low-cost/community-based child care programs to serve the needs of working parents, the institution of training programs and referral resources for child care providers, and the revision of guidelines regulating Black child placements in foster homes or group-care facilities.
These are but a few of the many public policy initiatives to be pursued. If implemented, these social policies and other related initiatives should vastly improve the circumstances of African American families in the United States. To the extent that family circumstances are improved, we can reasonably expect to see improvements in the quality of life and outcomes for African American families. This social policy agenda speaks mostly to the responsibility of government for improving Black family life. Beyond this lies another set of initiatives that are more properly the responsibility of the Black community.
Responsibilities of the African American Community
African American communities have responsibilities extending to and beyond each of the problem areas above. African Americans must pool and organize resources to ensure that, even where the government and larger society fail to fulfill their commitments, the needs of Black children and of Black families do not go unmet. Self-help activities based in churches, social clubs, private homes, and available public meeting places must become the rule rather than the exception. This is a call for the creation and expansion of community-based tutorial programs, social welfare cooperatives, and mutual support organizations of the sort commonly found in Black communities at an earlier point in our history. It is a terrible irony that African Americans possess economic resources, educational achieve-ments, and technical skills that would place us among the top 15 countries in the world were we an independent nation. Yet we mobilize the merest fraction of these vast resources in cooperative activities aimed at self-benefit. We continue to depend far too much on others for the fulfillment of our needs and for the protection of our young. Hence, two contrasting realities are presented for contemporary African American families. Middle-class Blacks require little more than the continued commitment of the society to equal opportunity. Given a fair chance, they are, by virtue of their educational, economic, social, and political resources, able to compete successfully. At the other end of the continuum are the poor urban Black families, whose needs are legion. Denied or deprived of gainful employment, adequate educational preparation, and safe, healthy productive communities, these families find it challenging to maintain even a semblance of normal family life.
CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS
The case for national action on behalf of urban poor African American families is indisputable. The nation must mobilize its resources and resolve first to ease and then ultimately to erase the frightening deterioration of viable family and community life among poor urban African Americans. The problems contributing to this deterioration are not entirely-or sizablyof Black people's making; therefore, these problems cannot be left solely to Black people to solve. Industrial decline, the proliferation of guns and illegal drugs, the failure of the public school system, and massive unemployment loom large in the equation of Black family crisis. African American families face problems of epic proportions and, unless these problems are solved, the negative effects will continue to be felt by the whole nation. Black families have historically nurtured and sustained African Americans under extreme conditions, ranging from enslavement to impoverishment (Billingsley, 1992) . With critical assistance from government and the rest of society, these families will continue to produce citizens able to help this society advance.
While the case for concerted action concerning research on African American families is not so sharply drawn, it is nevertheless of weighty importance. The empirical record cries out for correction. Time and time again, it has shown how researchers have distorted Black family life and misinformed society about its essential elements. The result of these flawed studies has been to cripple society's understanding of African American families and to hobble attempts to address the problems that confront these families. It is imperative that additional, more sensitive empirical studies of African American families be undertaken. Further, these studies need to employ alternative theoretical, methodological, and ideological approaches that will help clarify the socioecological context within which African American families function and illustrate how these families respond to such constraints. A period of revisionist scholarship is required in order to challenge and to supplant a literature which portrays African American families as pathological. The strategy will not be to replace this literature with one that says all is well and perfect with African American families in America. Instead, the attempt will be to produce studies to illuminate the essential nature of Black family life, showing not only its obvious characteristics but also its subtle variations. From such research will come reliable information to guide attempts to shape social policy that improves the circumstances of African American families.
Faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.
St. Paul

